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Communities are usually home to 
many nonprofit organizations that 
serve the local population in vari-

ous ways. Libraries, schools, arts organiza-
tions, and charities are all examples of such 
groups. Often, these organizations must 
make decisions about the services they offer 
in order to improve their effectiveness. 
Similarly, local governments are faced with 
decisions that affect community residents, 
and the use of data can help them as they 
strive to make good decisions. As 
statisticians, we can appreciate how useful 
careful collection and thorough examina-
tion of data can be. However, in many cases, 
community groups are small and do not 
have the budget to hire a professional con-
sultant to help analyze data. This presents a 
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wonderful opportunity for statisticians to 
engage in pro bono statistical work.

A Role for Students
A graduate student at Purdue University, 

Nels Grevstad, identified the need commu-
nity groups have for statistical consulting 
and founded Statistics in the Community 
(STATCOM) in 2001. STATCOM offers 
free statistical services to local governmental 
and nonprofit community groups. A unique 
aspect of STATCOM is that it is directed 
by graduate students and staffed by gradu-
ate and undergraduate students from a vari-
ety of academic departments. STATCOM 
members work on projects in teams to dis-
tribute responsibilities and enhance peer-
to-peer learning and mentoring. A typical 
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team consists of an experienced student 
who serves as the team leader and three to 
five other members with varying experi-
ence. This team structure allows students 
to work on projects (one to two hours per 
week) while focusing on academic respon-
sibilities. Also, while STATCOM needs 
a good graduate student base to function 
smoothly, the team structure gives under-
graduates and students in other disciplines 
a chance to participate.

Interaction between students and com-
munity members works well for many rea-
sons. The analysis needed by such groups 
often involves simple, practical solutions 
that can be solved by a statistics student 
with a good introduction to statistical 
methods. By partnering with a student 
consulting team, the community client 
learns statistical concepts and skills that 
can be applied to future needs. Students, 
meanwhile, get an opportunity to analyze 
real data, which will be used by the client 
to improve services and make decisions 
that impact the community. 

The STATCOM Strategic Initiative
In 2006, the effort to introduce 

STATCOM to other colleges and univer-
sities was funded as a Strategic Initiative 
(SI) of the ASA. The goal of this initiative 
was to promote and support the devel-
opment of student-driven community 
consulting programs. Toward this end, 
STATCOM at Purdue University cre-
ated a set of resource materials, which are 
available on CD and the ASA’s web site, 




